Introduction
An internet meme using the Anonymous' Guy Fawkes mask 'going viral' on Facebook; the hashtag #wearethe99percent launched by the Occupy Wall Street movement being adopted by thousands of internet users; the pictures of the 'lady in red dress' pepper-sprayed in Gezi Park in Istanbul being turned into a 'riot icon'; activists debating on WhatsApp which slogan to use in an upcoming demonstration in the Zocalo square of Mexico City. All these examples are manifestations of collective identity, to be understood as the set of operations by means of which social movements define their collective sense of self, who they are and what they stand for (Melucci, 1996) , within contemporary social media activism, as the activism conveyed via social network sites, such as Facebook and Twitter. Social media platforms such as those that dominate the landscape of contemporary web communication have played a central role in the process of identity construction. They have been the sites where new collective names, icons, and slogans have been launched, and where a new iconography and lexicon has been forged which has strongly contributing to the emergence of collective actors as Occupy Wall Street, the Arab Spring, and the Indignados. Yet, so far this importance of collective identity building in social media activism has been overly neglected. While most of the literature in the field has examined the organizational and strategic consequences of social media use for protest purposes, comparatively little research has concerned itself with issues of collective identity and connected forms of expressive, rather than instrumental, communication.
In order to fill this gap, this special issue tackles the social media and collective identity nexus across the new wave of protest movements that shook the world in the last decade. Contributions encompass multiple social media platforms and practices adopted by activists, including protest tweets, the use of profile and memetic pictures, the content management of activist Facebook pages and groups, the creation and circulation of collective names, hashtags, icons, and slogans, and the development of internal discussions on WhatsApp and other instant messaging channels. The different contributions to the special issue illuminate the transformations in the process of collective identity brought by the use of social media, including shifts in the content and the grammar of protest identity; in the relationship between personal and collective forms of identification; and in its manifold forms of circulation. The scope of the special issue is highly global in character encompassing movements from different world regions: the 15M/Indignados in Spain, Occupy Wall Street in the United States and the UK, the 2011 Egyptian revolution, the #YoSoy132 movement in Mexico, the Purple People movement in Italy, and the hacker groups Anonymous and Lulzsec.
Approaching this diverse array of case studies special issue tries to answer to the following set of questions: How does collective identity operate in social media activism? What are the different social media practices involved in the construction of collective identity? And how do forms of collective identity produced via social media reflect the affordances of these communication technologies and the dilemmas of digital society?
Examining these and similar questions, this special issue sets out to explore the changing nature of collective identity in a digital era and to establish what opportunities and threats the new media ecology brings to processes of identity construction in contemporary protest movements. The articles recognize collective identity as a central object of concern for digital activists and conceive social media as platforms in which new identities are forged and channelled. The authors demonstrate that social media has become the key site where protest identities are created, channelled, and contested. Far from having disappeared from the horizon of contemporary activism, collective identity still constitutes a pivotal question for activists and scholars alike; one which is decisive to understand the emergence, persistence, and decline of protest movements, and to discern their meaning and worldview. Yet, as some of the contributors of the special issue highlight, collective identity remains a complex and controversial concept, one which carries a great number of theoretical assumptions, and which requires further conceptual clarification and empirical fine-tuning.
2. Beyond the neglect of collective identity in the analysis of digital activism The driving inspiration for this special issue has been the persuasion that collective identity, what has for long constituted one of the most relevant issues in the analysis of social movements has been surprisingly marginalized in the growing body of scholarship investigating the nexus between social media and social movements (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012 Bennett, Segerberg, & Walker, 2014; Castells, 2009 Castells, , 2012 Gerbaudo, 2012 Gerbaudo, , 2014 Mattoni & Treré, 2014; Tufecki & Wilson, 2012) . We contend that the disregard of collective identity and connected communicative processes constitutes a major obstacle in the understanding of contemporary protest movements, since it obscures the symbolic and cultural aspect inherent in social media activism and in protest communications more generally.
Why is the question of collective identity below the radar of contemporary discussions of digital activism? Three main related reasons can be identified for the current neglect of collective identity: a theoretical, an empirical, and a methodological one. First, a reason for this neglect is the dominance within social movement studies and debates about digital activism of the resource mobilization tradition of analysis of social movements, as developed by the North American school (McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Tarrow, 1998) . This tradition has emphasized the material affordances and organizational structures of protest movements while marginalizing cultural processes and questions of identity. Second, the question of collective identity has also been marginalized by the dominance in empirical accounts of digital societies of the notion of networks, and its application to the sub-field of social movements, as seen in the theory of 'connective action', formulated by Segerberg (2012, 2013) . These and related contributions have operated on the assumption that collective identity did not constitute anymore a central and/or necessary factor of protest mobilization. Third, the question of collective identity has also been marginalized due to methodological reasons: the scholarly fashion of quantitative 'big data' analysis has favoured a neglect of qualitative analyses, the only ones capable of getting at the symbolic and cultural processes involved in collective identity.
The dominance of strategic approaches to the study of social media activism is apparent by reviewing the literature in the field. The bulk of studies on this issue has often adopted a narrowly instrumental view, interested above all in how social media reshape organizational structures, communication flows, and the diffusion of frames and repertoires of action (Earl & Kimport, 2011; McCaughey & Ayers, 2003) , how they facilitate transnational coordination (Aunio & Staggenborg, 2011) , and the extent to which they are able to bypass traditional media (Tufecki & Wilson, 2012) . In this context, social media is merely seen as 'tools' or channels carrying certain messages, as it is typical in what James W. Carey called the 'transmission view of communication ' (1989) , an approach which neglects the ritual and symbolic nature of communicative processes. Close to no attention, within this stream of research, has been paid to the actual content conveyed through such 'channels': to the discourses, iconographies, that activists forge via social media.
The notion of collective identity has also fallen prey of dominant interpretations about the transformation of society and social movements resulting from the diffusion of digital technologies. This tendency is evident in the way in which the notion of networks has been utilized as a way to explain the internal order and the coherence of social movements, much as an alternative to the notion of identity. This line of thinking has found its most explicit systematization in the theory of 'connective action' by Segerberg (2012, 2013) . The authors assert that the traditional logic of collective action is being progressively overtaken by the logic of connective action, in which participation and engagement become highly flexible and personalized. While the logic of collective action relied on the presence of collective identity, this new logic 'does not require [ … ] the symbolic construction of a united "we" ' (2012, p. 748) . According to the two scholars, the Occupy Wall Street and the Indignados movements represent clear manifestations of this logic, which involves 'far more individualized and technologically organized sets of processes that result in action without the requirement of collective identity framing ' (2012, p. 750) .
While this theory makes a pivotal contribution to the debate about the transformation of protest in a digital era, we contend that its claim about of the passing of collective identity is misguided. Bennett and Segerberg advance an insightful argument about the decline of formal mass organizations and the combined rise of individualized forms of engagement that has been supported by a wealth of recent research (Loader & Mercea, 2012) . The problem is that they wrongly assume that this trend results in the irrelevance of collective identity. In fact, it is significant that debates about collective identity in social movements emerged to capture the specificity of the so-called new social movements of the 1970s and 1980s -the student movement, the environmental movement, the feminist movement, etc. -that developed by and large precisely in opposition to the formal mass membership structures of the industrial era and the labour movement (Melucci, 1996; Offe, 1985) . The notion of collective identity thus provided scholars with an explanation for the coherence of collective actors otherwise deprived of the strong strategic coordination, encountered in mass membership organizations. Furthermore, opposing networks to collective identity disregard the fact that personal networks are not substitutive of but complementary to collective identity. This point has been most notably advanced by Charles Tilly with his classic notion of cat-net (a network within a category) (1978, p. 63) which posits that two factors are decisive in mobilizing protest participants: the presence of network ties and the presence of a sense of belonging to a certain category of people (such as workers, women, students, citizens, etc.).
The third reason for the disregard of collective identity is methodological. It stems from the way in which the dominance of big data analytics as an emerging set of quantitative methodologies in the social sciences has marginalized the study of symbolic processes whose understanding requires the nuanced and in-depth discernment of qualitative methods (boyd & Crawford, 2012; Couldry, 2014) . Big data analysis has become a scholarly 'fashion' among researchers looking at the wave of recent protest movements: on the Occupy movement (Conover et al., 2013; Gaby & Caren, 2012) , on the Arab Spring (Starbird & Palen, 2012) , the Brazilian vinegar protests (Bastos, Da Cunha Recuero, & da Silva Zago, 2014) , the 15M/Indignados Spanish movement (Toret et al., 2015) , and the Aganaktismenoi in Greece (Theocharis, Lowe, van Deth, & García-Albacete, 2015) . While this stream of analysis has considerable merits, data analysis alone is not always well suited to get to grips with symbolic processes and the construction of collective identity. This is due to the fact that this type of methodology favours the illusion that Italian sociologist Melucci (1995) named the 'myopia of the visible', i.e. the tendency of quantitative studies to result in static overviews of protest activity (action as fact) while neglecting the micro-dynamics of collective action (action as process).
This special issue provides with valuable insights to overcome these theoretical, empirical, and methodological flaws by reasserting the relevance of collective identity in contemporary protest movements. By shifting the focus from the structure of communication to the symbolic processes taking place on social media, and from the nature of technological affordances to the analysis of the content conveyed through these online platforms, this special issue examines the nature and dynamics of collective identity processes in a digital age.
The content of the special issue
The contributions to this special issue do not just demonstrate the continuing relevance of collective identity but also chart its transformation in a digital age. They highlight how processes of collective identification reflect the technological affordances of social media, the cultural values associated with their use and the prevailing forms of social experience in a digital era. In this context, collective identity becomes shaped by the interactivity of social media, as seen in the deployment of various social media interactive features, from profile pictures to status messages, and metrics as likes and comments which are appropriated as mechanisms of collective identification. Furthermore, identity processes are deeply influenced by the cultural values of openness and participation that have come to dominate hacker and internet cultures (Jenkins, 2006; Levy, 2001) , as seen in the emphasis on inclusivity, multiplicity and malleability of protest identities forged by contemporary movements. As a consequence, protest identity becomes marked by fluidity and evanescence, which has been recognized as a typical feature of digital communication and of postmodern culture more generally, raising burning questions for activists and social movements scholars.
Based on interviews with activists in New York, London, and other cities, Anastasia Kavada uses the concept of collective identity to study of 'how collectives constitute themselves as actors'. Combining Melucci's reflections with insights from organizational communication, she explores how social media was appropriated in the construction of the 'collective' within the Occupy movement, arguing that Facebook and Twitter were used as part of the process of 'identization' of the movement. According to Kavada, these online platforms 'tended to blur the boundaries between the inside the outside of the movement in a way that suited its values of inclusiveness and direct participation'. But their use also led to negotiations and conflicts 'around Occupy's collective voice as constructed on these platforms'. As Kavada demonstrates, this was also due to the reluctance of the movement to clearly identify its boundaries beyond allencompassing collective definitions such as the 'we are the 99%' slogan.
In her article, Stefania Milan offers a revisitation and a reconfiguration of the notion of collective identity and the processes of its creation in the digital age as an exercise of individuality, performance, and visibility. In her exploration of the consequences of the introduction of social media and cloud computing on collective action, she shows that social media has modified the very materiality of the process of collective identity leading to what she terms 'cloud protesting'. In this context -she points out -'the material of social media has become the vehicle of meaning work, adjoining and to some extent replacing other traditional intermediaries such as alternative and mainstream media and face-to-face interactions'. Milan contends that in this new scenario a politics of identity becomes unavoidably imbricated with a politics of visibility, which depends on the availability of 'datafied' images, terms, and concepts, within the activist cloud. Milan concludes by urging to take into account social media as active agents that shape 'the symbolic and organizational processes of social actors'.
Relying on an extensive ethnography of the Mexican #YoSoy132 student movement of 2012, Emiliano Treré demonstrates in his article that through the appropriations of social media, Mexican activists were able to oppose the negative identification fabricated by the PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party) party, and reclaim their role as heirs of a long tradition of rebellion. Moreover, within social media conversations, protesters found 'digital comfort zones' that helped them lower the costs of activism and reinforce their internal solidarity through practices of 'ludic activism'. The article stresses the importance of the internal communicative dynamics that develop in the backstage of social media (Facebook chats and groups) and through instant messaging services (WhatsApp), thus rediscovering the linkage between collective identity and internal communication. The author concludes that 'social media represent not only the organizational backbone of contemporary social movements, but also multifaceted ecologies where a new, expressive and humorous "communicative resistance grammar" emerges'.
Paolo Gerbaudo's article analyses the use of protest avatars across the 2011 wave of popular protest, from the Egyptian revolution, to the Spanish indignados and Occupy Wall Street. He argues that a number of images used as online protest symbols, such as the picture of Egyptian martyr Khaled Said, or the Anonymous' mask, constitute 'memetic signifiers' whose simplicity allows for their rapid adoption and viral diffusion. He contends that these practices go against visions of social media as irremediably individualistic and demonstrates the way in which these platforms can be used as sites of collective identification. Yet, he also highlights the fickleness of these emerging forms of collective identity connected with the emergence of online crowds. As easily as users can switch their profile picture to a protest avatar, they can also abandon it.
Monterde, Calleja-López, Aguilera, Barandiaran, and Postill analyse the 15M/Indignados movement's collective identity. The authors argue that identity needs to be understood as a process shaped by networked interactions developing between the individual and the collective levels. They argue that network-movements' technopolitical practices in Spain have brought about a 'multitudinous identity', that is a form of collective identity which resembles the nature of the multitude, the protean, and complex social subject theorized by Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt. In the case of the 15M movement, collective identity displays 'high degrees of distributed cohesion, transversal participation, and transient adaptive poles of reference (a form of non-representational and temporally distributed leadership driven by action initiatives)'.
Coretti and Pica's paper explores the impact of social media on the construction of collective identity within the anti-Berlusconi Popolo Viola (Purple People) movement in Italy. The authors highlight that new forms of collective identity originate in the interactions between changing human interactions and social media's evolving infrastructure. They demonstrate that within this movement, Facebook pages came to constitute a key terrain for both the construction and the contestation of collective identity. Coretti and Pica convincingly argue that 'after an initial success, the incompatibility between the commercial interests behind Facebook's design, and the egalitarian ideology of Popolo Viola became manifest'. Thus, their contribution underlines the imbrication of technological affordances and power dynamics in the construction of collective identity through social media platforms.
Examining recent hacking and digital activism practices, ranging from Anonymous, and Lulzsec, to Occupy Wall Street, Kevin McDonald provides a critical counterpoint to the core argument of this special issue. He shows the problematic nature of collective identity as a notion by means of which to capture the action and culture of contemporary movements. This is most evident in the case of Anonymous, which according to McDonald is characterized by a rejection of identity and an embrace of anonymity. The sociologist sees this attitude as a response to the culture of radical transparency, the real identity protocol, and the culture of the 'quantified self' that dominate many social media platforms. Instead of the development of a traditional collective identity conceived as the 'shared definition of a group', the author contend that we 'encounter much less stable practices of collaboration, and a cluster of practices framed in terms of masking, the ephemeral, contingency, creativity, temporality, and a refusal of fixed identity'.
In her conclusion piece, Maria Bakardjieva points out that the value of the special issue lies in its assiduous search for the 'we' of contemporary activism under the 'new social-media horizon'. The contributions to the special issue demonstrate that far from having become irrelevant collective identity still constitutes a valid category for the analysis of online groupings emerging in connection with recent protest campaigns. In fact, social media often 'lead to the proliferation of numerous collective "we"s and allow them to make claims for recognition in the political process'. Therefore, a recuperation of the notion of collective identity allows us to move beyond the techno-determinist 'urge to derive the logics of political action from the structure of the medium' and reasserts the need to also account for the historical and cultural configurations of protest activities that ultimately shape the content and meaning of social media activism.
In conclusion, the findings of this special issue call for the development of a new research agenda that tackles the transformation of collective identity in a digital era. Future research will need to clarify the conceptual and methodological underpinnings of the study of collective identity and to further ascertain empirically the nature and dynamics that collective identity acquires in a society marked by the pervasiveness of social network sites and digital platforms. This line of inquiry would allow us to overcome the current fixation with strategic approaches that are unsuited to explain the cultural dynamics and the meaning-making processes that lie at the very heart of digital protest communication.
